SOIL CONSERVATION IN THE CRSAT PLAINS OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

NHo svea is completely safe from soil ercsiom by wiad; but the Great
Plains vregiom of NHorth America is particularly susceptible to this damaging
force becuase of its unigque climste. This vast regiome-about 1,300 miies
long and 200 to 700 miles wideewsxtends almost from the Mississippi River
west to the Rocky Mountains and from the Gulf of Mexico nerth into the
Prairie Provinces of Canada,

Rainfall in the Great Plains {8 low aud highly variable, and average
precipitation is near the critieal limits for sueccess in crop productien,
¥ind velocities are high, especially in spriag snd fall when vegetative
ground cover is low because of the predominant ome-crop econcay (wheat).

For these reagons the climste of the rvegilon is notoricusly hasardous
and marked by recurrvent drouth, floods, dust storms, and blizzards, As @
result, sgriculture in the Plains is a tough and risky business, making
unusually severe management demsnds on farmers and ranchers.

Drouth pericds are irregulsr and unpredictable, but the records show
seven severe drouths in the past century: 1865 te 1875; 1890 to 1895;
1901 to 1904; 1910 to 1514; 1920 teo 1925; 1933 to 1940; and 1952 te 1956,
It is these long perieds of dryness, rather thanm the occasional dry years,
that present difficult problems.

Speech prepared for the Pan American Soil Conservation Comgress by
Norman A, Berg, Deputy Aduministrator for Field Services, Soil Conservation

Service, U, 8. Department of Agriculture, Washimgtom, D. C,



The region is a distinct physiographic and climatic zone. Its
bagic cheracteristics, probably, are its flatness and dryness. These
bind tosether the sconomy of the vhole area, dictate an array of agri-
cultural limitations, and comndition the lives and attitudes of the residents.
It may be further noted that while this is 2 major section of the United
States, the region is not coterainous with any State or group of Statesg~-
or with any river basin er group of river basinms., It is a regiom
comprising parts of ten Stetes and one that is intimately tied to ite
asatural resource base.

Since the beginning of the present cemtury exterior influences have
hed profound effects on agricultural developsents im the regiocn. Two Werld
Waxs, the depregsion of the 1930%s, snd the Kovrean sction all centzibuted
te 2 major expansion of cuitivated crop production on lands thst are omly
marginally suited for cultivatiom.

Ia the Oreat Plains alome, ia 1955, about 16 million acres not suited
for permanent cultivation were being cultivated, HMuch of this land offers
low veturne and is subject to severe erosion evem in aversge yeavs,

(See Tsble 1.)

For ghort periodg--marked by more thas "normal"” amounts of raimfall--
and with the assistamce provided through Federal ferm programs, the
continued cultivation of marginal amnd asear-marginal lands has beea profitable
for many owmers. Conversely, when the perieds of short moisture return,
ag they inevitably de, painful economic and land mansgement adjustments
become necessary.







4
is to sspist farewrs and rvaachers in developing snd carrying out, on a
veluntary basis, = plan of operstions that brings sbout greater stability
of enduring goil and weter comservaetion practices., Nearly three decedes
of operstions have established the very important comtributiom of soil
conservation towsyd attaining leng-range ggricultural stability ia the
To earry out this program, the law provides for assursnce of contiauing
financial and fechanical assistance te farmers end ranchers, in wp to 422
dpsignated counties, whe preseant a gatisfactory plaa for their emtire umit,
This imeludes 2 time schedule for establishiug erepping systens, making
land~use chasges end applying and establighing couservation practices,
More than 26,000 participants have astered into Grest Plains Cemserva~
tion coantracts with the U, 8, Secrstary of Agviculture in the past eight

veéars in this aceslevated effort, (See Table 2.)
All existing programs that centribute to conservation are also used in

sttaining the objectives of the Great Plaine Conservation Prograa.

Public Law 1021 provides, and the Sscvetary of Agriculture emphasizes,
that the Great Plains Consevvation Pregram is to be in sadditiom to other
Reserve, Soil and Water Congervatiom and Wetey Facilities Loans, and assis-
tance to soil conservation districtg--rather thesa in lieu of these programs,
Bach of the prograus continues Lo sake its maxisum contribution to the
improvement of Crest Plaiss resources. Howewer, Publie Law 1021 mskes several
distinct ceatributions, imcluding:
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A major fecter in the sutcess of soll and water comservation werk in
the Creat Plains is recogniticn by farmers and vanchers that they must malke
tinely and effective use of the highly varisble soisture supplies and
provide for sound asnsgement and continuous maintenaunce of all applicabie
conservation measures. When it raiams, in other words, fermers and ranchers
should take prompt advantage of ileproved meisturs conditions te apply
perasnent congervation measures and make the land use adjustments needed
for a stable agriculture in the Grest Plains.

It hes been estimsted that about three-fourths of the land now in
cultivation in the Grest Plains is suited for the growing of crops vhea
the needed combinstlion of cropping systems and conservation practices is
installed, Thercfore, the soil couservation objective in the Great Plaiss
is to amintain the productive capacity of all land in the use for which it
is best sulted,

Host effective contyol of wind erosiomn im the Great Plaing hss been
achisved vhere farmers and ranchers opersting adjacent lands work in unisom
in applying conservation measures,

The Great Plaing Program plsces high esphesis on all aspects of water
conservetion, including watershed protection, development and efficient use
of water supplies, and managoment of ecover and crop residues to improve
s0il permosbility and water-holding capacity of the sofl,

There are sany sources of help, publie and private, that farsers and
ranchers and their lecal orgenisations use to speed their progress in
congaxvation in the Creat Plains aven. The Seoil Conservation Serxvice helps
infora thes of and encourages them to nake effective use of all such sources,




because it includes protection, wise use sad Laprovement of the seil, water,
fullest degree of coopevation and tesswork smony individusls, orgenizations,
arsd sgencies in the Grest Plaine avea.

on priorities e seet the objectives of the progras,

wes of funds ave used on opevstisg uailas
Conservationiets). In gemeral, the kinds of cperstiag wnits listed as being
high and aedius priority are those thet sre web now stabilised and vhich
Host of the opovsting units ia lew prierity are nmow sssentially stabilized
and it is difficult te hupkify the expenditure of eny great emount of Oreat

« Bo long ss the




When applicants is the kigh and medimm pricrities have been served,
the Avea Comservationist refers the matter of providing assistance to any
lowspriority applicants to the State offiece for further comsideration,
The State cffice provides continuiag guildance sad close supervisien to the
Area Conservationists and 508 tochniciane in the designsted counties to
batter insure proper ued of Praat Plalns Conservation Preogras funds,

Bigh Priority oparsting ualts ere these that have:

i. Major probloms of comvertimg cropland unsulted
to euleivation to persanent vegetation;

2. Hajor viad end water exosion and soisture comsove
vation problems on raugeland, or om cropland
suitable for vontinuous creppimg; or

3. Wind ercsion problems requiring sisultancous
action whose cvneys and opavators agree to act

Hadium Priezity operzting uaits have:

1. Heisture conservation problams on non-irrigeted
cvopland with slight srosmion;

2. Vegetative snd saasgement probless on rangeland
with slight erosion; or

3, Hesd for convewsiom of cropland suited to cultivee
tion to pevcanent vesatation to meet the aesed of



Low Prigrity operating walts are those that:

1.

2.

3.

Consist emtirely or almest estirely of irrigated

land with ealy slight evesion problems;

only sglight erosion problems; or

Have a conservation program so nearly estadblished
that It can be completed with assistance svallable
fres other seurces,.

The Oreat Plsins Conservatien Program has bean accomplishiang an
average of 22 percent coaversioca of cropland to less imtensive useg--
primarily grass, 7These comversions sccosplished under the comtracts
represent reducticus primarily is wheat, cottes, and feed graiss (sainly
the wheatlend-type milos).

Other important steps that zid in the administration of priovities
of assistance to preducers include:

1.
2.

The development of a sound sducatiomal program.

Use of the advice and counsel of Great Flains
Prograa ceamittees in vhich imvited agemey
rveprasontatives are urged te take pavt,

The informal slleoecstion of resources to the counties
on the basis of workloads as showm by opevating units
in high and medium priorities, ssd the restrictien
imposed by the fund limitation. Sssentisl fund flemi-
bility between cousties should be maintained,

Caraful use of eriteris for the sslection of additional
counties for inclusion im the prograa.




5.

priovity having suall to mediua asounts of irvigated laad
used for supplemental feed production will set be

zed in priovity because of this type of lerigatioca.
incinding ivrigetion, usder the pelicies of this

&.

auher of sediun to swall farws and raschws should be
scheduled to provide a representative balance inm the
for review of Creat Plaime Program plans prier be

Ty o Ma

foil rescuzces of the Grest Plains reglion ave potentially capable of







Tabla 1. Great Flains Aves-~Land Capabllity by Land Uss for 422 Countiss®

?;aui
Capability

Clagg Lroplagd Total
4 3,608.7 698.7 104.3 50.8 §,522.5
11 31,353,6 9,500.4 375.6 453.9 41,696.5
111 59,007.0 24,947.9 471.1 668.5 76,093.8
I -1 85,028.3 35,155,1 955.0 1,173.2 122,312.6
w 16,116.4 25,896.7 439.6 354.8 42,807.5
-1V 191,145.7 $1,051.8 1,394.6 1,528.0 165,120,1
v 162.7 2,596.5 212.5 16.8 2,988.6
¥i 9,030.5 86,198.3 4,15%.6 620.0 102,008.4
VI 1,130.6 60,826.6 7,125.5 297.8 69,380.5
VIiI 3.4 587.5 416.2 880.7 1,887.8
V-VIIiI 10,327.2 152,20%.0 11,913.8 1,815.3 176,265.2

Total: 111,472.9 13,308.4 3,343.3

213,260.8

*Informstion fros the Congervation Heeds Iaveatory of 1953,
The ten Great Piains States are: Celorade, Kansas, Montans, Nebrasks,
Rew Maxico, North Dalwota, Oklshoma, South Dakota, Tesmas, and Wyoming,
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GREAT PLAINS QTATES

S AREA N WHICH SOIL SURVEY

%“E\\\“\ WORK IS BEING ACCELERATED.
(THIS AREA INCLUDES THE
MOST SRITICAL WiND
CONDITIONS I 1954 AND 1955)

GRE &T PLAINS AREA
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